Professor [Adam] Ferguson told me that he was present the second time Dr. Gregory attended the Poker [Club], when, enlarging on his favourite topic, the superiority of the female sex, he was so laughed at and run down that he never returned.
'seems positively enlightened. His tone is less assured, his attitude less complacent'. Yet Gregory's 'seeming enlightenment', she continues, 'only goes so far, and he is soon referring to women's "natural softness and sensibility"'. 4 For Vivien Jones, to cite another example, the point of comparison is Thomas Gisborne's Enquiry into the Duties of the Female Sex (1797): 'Compared with Gisborne's stern Evangelicalism, Gregory seems to represent a liberal and enlightened version of masculinity'. But if Gregory's view of women initially 'seems almost Wollstonecraftian', argues Jones, 'his assumptions about sexual difference begin to undermine the egalitarian implications of "companions and equals"', for instead of viewing women as equals, Gregory sees them as 'designed to soften our hearts and polish our manners'.
5 Beneath its seeming enlightenment, then, the work reveals a less than liberal concern to define and demarcate a properly female nature.
This chapter places the 'seemingly enlightened' Legacy within the context of the Enlightenment's interest in the role of women in the natural history of the species. More specifically, I seek to demonstrate that the Legacy's assumptions about female nature are best understood when placed alongside the account of human nature that Gregory offered in his earlier Comparative View of the State and Faculties of Man with Those of the Animal World (1765). Gregory himself asserted the link between the two works when, in the Preface to his Legacy, he referred his daughters to 'a little treatise of mine just published'. In this 'little treatise' (that is, the lengthy Comparative View), Gregory explains, he had already outlined 'your natural character and place in society', from which 'there arises a certain propriety of conduct peculiar to your sex' that is the immediate concern of the Legacy. 6 Gregory's own understanding of the connection between his two works points us toward an important Enlightenment context that has largely been obscured by the tendency to interpret the remarkable proliferation of writings on female conduct as a relatively minor chapter in the history of the rise of the novel. Recovering this context, I will argue, requires attending to Gregory's engagement with Enlightenment accounts of human progress, his reliance on Scottish Enlightenment theories of sociability and his anxiety over the threat of Enlightenment scepticism.
By interpreting Gregory's notion of female nature in light of his account of the natural history of species, this chapter proposes that Gregory considered the female sex as the human standard against which to measure the progress of man. My aim here is not to recuperate Gregory as a proto-feminist, for Gregory's belief in the superior humanity of women did not imply any sort of commitment to granting them legal and political equality. Instead, I want to highlight some of the paradoxes involved in the Enlightenment depiction of woman as both the embodiment of the natural and the repository of civilization. The association of women with nature is of course an ancient one: according to a conception that can be traced back to Aristotle, it is the identification of the female with the natural which marks women as inferior, for it is precisely the extent to which he escapes from the realm of necessity that man is fully human. The association of women with civilization, on the other hand, was an eighteenth-century idea, the
